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Observing Different Faiths, Learning
About Ourselves: Practice with
Inter-married Muslims and Christians
Mark Furlong & Abe W. Ata
The present article offers practitioners initial ideas for work with clients in mixed-faith
relationships. Based on local, empirical research that investigated MuslimChristian
marriages, six patterns of adaptation to a mixed-faith marriage are outlined. In
addition, from a practice-oriented review of the data, four questions are identified that
can be used by practitioners to clarify their thinking and practice focus. Increasingly
technical, these reference questions are: (i) how is the publicprivate divide being
understood and managed; (ii) how is identity and selfhood being practiced; (iii) how
may practitioners position themselves with respect to asymmetries related to gender; and
(iv) should religious differences be reframed? Rather than practitioners seeking to be
experts on the other, the belief animating the current contribution is that work with
diverse clients offers workers a mirror upon which we practitioners can better observe our
own outlines. In contrast with the pursuit of imperial generalisations, the authors of the
present study commend the benefits of reflectively denaturalising our own positions.
Keywords: Diversity; Inter-marriage; Religion
Introduction
Generalising About ‘Them’
When we hear someone say ‘. . . he’s a typical Pom’, we know that the person being
discussed is not adequately represented by this statement. Goldstein (1983, p. 269)
argued that stereotyping clients on the basis of their cultural background fails to
‘. . . start where this client is’. Thus, even as one may think professionally that it is
appropriate to focus on a particular difference, there are risks when the notion of
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culture, or, indeed, any other key signifier, is invoked because this can inadvertently
essentialise and objectify. As Said (1978) and other post-colonial theorists argue,
there is both violence and imperialism in play when Western experts claim the license
to generalise about, for example, ‘the Muslim mind’ (Waddy, 1991): to say all people
of the Islamic faith have the same attitudes commits the same offense as saying ‘all
Christians are homophobic’.
Generalisations about groups of people are always misleading. Whether they are
concerned with culture or religion, men or women, people with a mental illness,
social workers, whatever ensemble one wishes to describe, summary statements are
distortions because such accounts inevitably simplify and standardise. This action is
an active conceptual operation that removes individuality and prescribes a narrowing
specification of the person than what this person actually ‘lives’. This process of
dehumanisation occurs with the respectable generalisations offered by the empirical
sciences, as it does with folk statements uttered by the prejudiced. Mindful of this
difficulty, practitioners can still use generalisations, if they are used tentatively.
Generalisations can provide orientation, can act as a prompt for perspective taking
and can offer specific reference points for the development of questions and
comments.
As well as being sceptical about generalisations, in so far as we are person centred
in our practice, we can actively reject the role of being an expert categoriser. We argue
that it is proper for practitioners to see themselves as learners rather than as experts.
If we understand that the people for whom we work are sentient and reflective, these
people become mirrors upon which the practitioner has the opportunity to consider
her/his own reflection. Although this relationship is always mediated by one’s role
and agency, in the practice space the professional is also a ‘host’, someone who should
be a courteous, open-minded and sensitive listener (Cox, 1989). In this dual role, we
are both self- and other-oriented and ‘the other’ gives to us by offering assistance so
we may better know who we are, where we come from and what our own culture is,
as well as offering prompts to help us grow into what we may become. Our work
involves business relationships with our clients, but the exchanges we have with ‘the
other’, with those who present with differences that may be problematic or may be
simply distinctive, contain complex elements.
With this as background, we argue that an engagement with the question of
marriages between Muslims and Christians offers a special kind of ‘test site’ for
examining and appreciating the practices of difference. This is particularly the case
given both the troubled history between Muslims and Christians (Wheatcroft, 2003)
and our currently contested international politics, which some people represent as a
clash of civilisations (Lewis, 1990; Huntington, 1993). In this local test site, intimate
relationships engage with the geopolitics of difference, allegiance to the spiritual
coexists with the daily demands of practicality and compromise and the private and
public inter-penetrate and jostle. Where could we find a more stimulating place for
active listening and personal reflection?
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The Current Exercise
With the above as background, the present paper sets out to offer a novel, albeit
preliminary, contribution. In the first instance, the paper has both a ‘research base’
and a ‘practice focus’. One author (MF), who has an extensive background in teaching
and practicing casework, undertook the task of ‘milling’ the products of the empirical
research, refining this produce for ideas relating to, and implications for, practice
with those persons who are in, or perhaps who are contemplating being in,
relationships with someone from a different faith. The other author (AWA) brings to
the current project recently finalised research that focused on collecting and analysing
the responses of a sample of married Australians who have different religious faiths to
their partners, specifically where one party has a self-declared Muslim faith and the
other a Christian faith (Ata, 2003).
There are two sections that follow. First, there is a brief summary of the initial
research process and of the project’s key findings. Second, four themes are presented
that may have particular relevance for practitioners as reference questions. These four
themes are: (i) differences in how the ‘private and the public’ divide is understood in
Christian and Muslim understandings of marriage; (ii) the idea that different
participants, including the worker, may operate from differing understandings of
identity and self-hood; (iii) the question of how the worker should deal with the
question of alignment, particularly with respect to gender and how this may
articulate with asymmetries of power and hierarchy; and (iv) whether apparently
religious differences be reframed.
The Initial Research
Inter-marriage can be characterised in a number of ways. Differing ethnicity,
birthplace, race and status have been used as defining characteristics of inter-
marriage, particularly between host and immigrant groups (Penny & Khoo, 1996).
Defining inter-marriage for the purposes of the present study was religious affiliation;
that is, where one party was Christian and the other Muslim. This particular example
of inter-marriage overlaps with, but is not the same as, examples based on contrasts
of ethnicity, language, race or culture. Why did the present research concentrate on
religion? One reason is that it has been argued that the guidelines for relationships are
more clearly defined by religious doctrine than by the culture itself (Caltabiano,
1985). Another reason is that although there is some literature available examining
religion and human service practice (Loewenberg, 1988; Hodge, 2004), cross-faith
partnerships, themselves, have not received such attention.
In order to examine this question, an empirical project was designed. Data were
derived from structured, face-to-face interviews. The majority of items on the
interview schedule were closed ended, but the schedule also included a small number
of open-ended questions. After trialling invitations by letter, a snow-balling sampling
design was eventually used to identify potential participants from an initial set of
possible contacts offered through an informal network who shared, with the
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researcher, an interest in inter-faith dialogue. All participants were drawn from the
state of Victoria (Australia) and were interviewed as individuals rather than as
couples.
The final sample excluded those from arranged, mail-order and ‘shot-gun’
marriages. Participants could fall anywhere along the spectrum of religious
adherence; that is, people were not included on the basis of the frequency with
which they observed religious rites and celebrations. Rather, inclusion was on the
basis of self-defined theological identity. One hundred and six people were
interviewed, drawn from 20 countries of birth. Presumably related to the pattern
of men being more associated with the taking up of more public roles, the final
sample over-represented this group (63 men/43 women; Table 1), an occurrence that
was not planned as part of the research design.
Further description of the sample, such as respective educational and employment
status, patterns of drift for partners into their spouses religious affiliation and
birthplace are detailed elsewhere (Ata, 2003).
Key Findings: Patterns of Response in Inter-faith Marriages
Couples in mixed-faith relationships report they have to contend with many
challenges. For example, many respondents reported that they have experienced
fraught reactions from relatives and friends, that they have become the focus of
community concern and that they have had to confront apparently incompatible
religious expectations. Given such challenges, what determines whether these tensions
will be inflamed or contained? Respondents discussed how particular variables
heightened or lessened these tensions. For example, tension varied depending on the
intensity of religious identifications or as a consequence of difference with respect to
language and aspirations.
As well as challenges, respondents reported a number of positive outcomes; for
example, the idea that dealing well with religious differences can act to strengthen
relationships. More generally, reading across the data generated in the interviews,
it appeared that there were discernible patterns in how couples evolved with
respect to their different faiths. Sometimes these patterns seemed very thought
through, even admirable; sometimes, interviewees reported patterns with mixed,
perhaps even contradictory, features. The six patterns that were identified are set out
below.
Table 1 Details of Respondents
Males Females
No. Muslims 44 33
No. Christians 19 10
Total no. respondents 63 43
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Conversion or Annexation
This is where one party converts to the faith of the other. This was reported as either a
positive and progressive choice or as a type of co-option, an annexation (‘You can’t
marry a chicken and a rooster’).
Ignoring or Withdrawing
Here, both parties withdrew from discussion of religious matters and enacted a de
facto policy of ignoring (literally not speaking about) the question of religious
difference. Although this was reported as having some initial advantages, this style of
adaptation was reported as producing difficulties in the longer term.
Active Policy Espousing a Plurality of Faiths
Some couples adopted an explicit policy of religious pluralism, perhaps both
attending services in turn or adopting a pattern of joint membership and
participation. One respondent said ‘. . . it is a case of creating healthy boundar-
ies . . . of ensuring peaceful coexistence’.
Compromising and Negotiating
This is a radical pattern in which both parties leave their religion of origin and take
up an ‘in-between’ allegiance. Although it appeared to be the way in which
approximately 30% of the sample acted, it was a topic respondents found difficult
to talk about openly in the interviews.
Pastoral/Ecumenical Yielding
Some interviewees reported that they actively attempted to merge the rites and
practices of their different faiths in their home. This may be done to a greater or lesser
extent and, most likely, could forge a common ground, even if problems may be
encountered with respect to questions of coherence.
Respect for ‘Otherness’
In some respects, similar to the above, some couples chose to individualise religious
observations, with each partaking in his/her religious life and respecting the other’s
difference without co-opting or minimising the difference. As well as the expected
advantage, some respondents suggested that this style risked companionship and was
confusing to children.
A fuller account of these patterns is given in Ata (2003). A brief commentary on
these patterns from the perspective of a practitioner is set out below.
254 M. Furlong & A. W. Ata
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
4:1
6 2
7 F
eb
ru
ary
 20
12
 
Implications for Practice
It is unlikely many caseworkers will see MuslimChristian couples presenting directly
for marital work. Yet, depending on one’s place in the service system, social work
practitioners may have contact with one or both parties in a mixed-faith relationship
in may kinds of presentations. For example, contact with the couple can occur
indirectly (perhaps one of the people presents as a parent with a child who has a
health problem) or there may be a possible protective issue. Another initial point of
contact may involve settings such as aged care or consumer debt, income security or
community health, where initial contact is with one of the couple. This initial contact
provides impetus for discussions that may reveal other problems, such as depression
or grief, or even relationship problems.
If contact occurs, practitioners may find it helpful to review the above styles of
adaptation and to use this material for its value as an aid to their personal thinking
and/or in their direct discussion with the client. For example, one may ponder for
oneself the question, ‘what are the advantages and disadvantages of ‘withdrawing and
ignoring’ for this man/woman?’ (theme 2 above). Such a consideration may help one
generate empathy and deepen the working connection. Or, this question could be
discussed directly with the client and used as one starting point for discussion: ‘Do
you see that you and your partner have a way of doing things that is similar to a
pattern that could be called ‘withdrawing and ignoring?’ Presumably, this would only
be offered if the client and the worker did have a joint understanding that it was
desirable to direct attention to the relationship itself. (The question of ‘directness’ is
an important theme, one that will be specifically focused on later in the present
paper.)
It could be expected that each of the above styles of adaptation has benefits and
drawbacks. There are also challenges to be managed that arise with respect to
unexpected crises, expected family life cycle transition points and the obligation to
observe key religious events. Apart from these patterns, in considering the broader
data, a number of themes were identified that practitioners may find useful as key
reference questions and as particular points of orientation. Each of these four
questions will be examined in turn.
Views on Marriage: Differences in how the ‘Private and the Public’ Divide is Understood
and Regulated
If a couple is at odds, is this something that the respective fathers-in-law should know
about, perhaps even arbitrate about, or would this amount to an inappropriate
intrusion? Should a daughter tell her own mother that her husband is a gambler, is
impotent or violent or unfaithful? Is it shaming to a whole clan if a one party in a
couple wishes to talk to a counsellor, or a ‘rival’ religious figure, about a problem they
may be having with a teenage son? Perhaps even more potentially dishonouring, what
if one, or both parties, is having trouble resolving their own differences?
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A theme that was present in several interviews was that Muslim marriages were
more a ‘public matter’ than were Christian understandings of marriage. That is, there
was a perception that third parties, such as family elders or religious authorities,
were more likely to be seen to have an active role in Muslim marriages. Similarly, the
matter of honour and shame was thought to be more a public issue in Muslim
communities than in Christian settings. As with all such generalisations, there are
many mediating factors in addition to religion and the degree of religious piety in
play. For example, questions of educational level and those concerned with
practicalities around housing arrangements are implicated in how the divide between
the couple and their larger audience is understood and managed. This noted, the
description that Muslim marriage had a more permeable boundary (i.e. was more
inclusive than Christian marriages) is a view that is consistent with a seam of opinion
in some literary, anthropological and therapeutic texts (Al-Krenawi et al. , 1994;
Al-Krenawi 1998; Said, 2000).
Whatever opinions are put forward, it should be understood that all marital unions
entail multiple stake holders and involve third parties (Colgate, 2004), even if this
complexity is less obvious in some cases. For example, Christian ministers may be
ordained through their internal church processes, but all ministers have to be state
registered to become licensed marriage celebrants. Similarly, divorce is a matter
Western states reserve the right to govern and, at a different level, the law of the state
is invoked if one party in a marriage is violent to their spouse. Put very generally, all
couples may be subject to what their neighbours and local communities think; for
example, some neighbours will contact the police if they believe that domestic
violence is present. Therefore, it is incorrect to assert that Christian marriages do not
have dynamic, formal relationships with their environments. It may even be that the
Muslim understanding of marriage is more honest and potentially progressive,
precisely because marriage is seen as a public, rather than a purely private, matter.
It may be that exchanges between the public and the private in Christian marriages
are as frequent and as powerful as they are in Muslim marriages, but that the former
have a character that is more opaque than the latter. For example, the presence of
patriarchy in the Christian church may be expressed in implicitly privileging practices
(as well as in more obvious behaviours). In contrast, the involvement of third parties
in Muslim marriages can be more prominent because their intercessions tend to be
seen as being undertaken to further the interests of the male party. Clearly, this
selective advocacy on behalf of the male cannot be understood as purely a religious
matter; cultural, sociolegal, geographical and historical factors would also be
involved.
What is at issue for our current purposes is not whether there are exchanges
between the private, ‘couple-only’, dimensions of marriage and ‘third party’
involvements. Rather, what may be experienced as difficult to those in inter-faith
unions is that there may be divergences about when it is proper to speak of a couple,
or parenting-related, difficulty and to whom is it proper to speak? As is well known, it
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often risks stigma and shame to tell ‘an outsider’, regardless of their professional
status, about a matter that may be framed as private or even spiritual.
Implicated in this variable decision point are differences in beliefs about gender
and gender roles where the question of religion and culture are closely entwined. The
content of these beliefs is extremely important and intensely emotive, because they
involve matters such as sexual faithfulness, infertility and domestic violence. Having
an interest in how variably participants, including the practitioner herself/himself,
prefer to define and manage the public/private divide in marriage can help
practitioners orient their thinking in this difficult realm.
Understandings of Identity and the Self
A theme that was prominent in many interviews was that the quality of relatedness
was especially valued. Moreover, this quality of perceived inter-dependence, of being
other-oriented, of having an identity within a collective, tended to be shared between
both Muslim and Christian respondents. Consistent with anthropological accounts of
closely woven groups (Rapport & Overing, 2000), the theme of ‘losing face’ was also
encountered. This occurred directly by way of statements about honour and
reputation; it also occurred indirectly in the form of statements emphasising the
importance of avoiding shame and social exclusion. Unlike the differences the
research identified in assumptions about the publicprivate divide in marriage,
which tended to be aligned with religious identification, in taking up a shared
position on the importance of connectedness, both sets of respondents could be said
to contest the Western assumption that the self is an island. It appears that inter-
dependence was characteristic of the ‘lived experience’ (Schutz, 1972) of respondents.
This is a major issue for practitioners because current casework, counselling and
mental health practice, like Western culture in general (Heelas & Locke, 1981;
Dumont, 1986), tends to be premised on the supposedly inviolate, but, in fact, highly
problematic, assumption that individuals are sovereign, unitary subjects (Furlong,
2003). This assumption creates difficulties because it generates a set of unhelpful
conceptual and operational consequences for casework practice. Specifically, if each
subject is deemed to be an independent entity, this will have down-stream effects that
decisively, albeit opaquely, shape how the practitioner will think and act, because it
will determine how normality and well-being will be constructed. The well-adjusted
(the healthy, the functional), will be expected to be ‘differentiated’, ‘individuated’ and
self-determining, whereas the poorly adjusted (the unhealthy, the dysfunctional) will
be ‘undifferentiated’, ‘fused’ and ‘dependent’.
Such constructions have particular consequences if the work is with people with an
identity that values inter-dependence. For example, most social work practitioners
have been trained to engage in casework that uses orthodox microskills (Egan, 1990;
Ivey & Ivey, 1999). These skills are premised on the work being framed in terms of the
primacy of the individual client. Unfortunately, this frame is inconsistent with clients
who are identified with (more) collectivist cultures (Al-Krenawi & Graham, 2000). In
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so far as the practitioner is individualistic, rather than relational, in the way their
work is framed, this person will tend to assume that the ‘needs’ of this client require
attention. That is, this client needs to be empowered, facilitated to have firmer
boundaries, assisted to be more self-managing, supported to be less prone to guilt,
prompted to find greater personal fulfillment etc.
What is of particular interest is not so much that parties in a couple may differ on
how they think about and/or perform identity and self-hood, although, of course,
this may be a source of tension. Rather, the issue may often be that the social work
practitioner will tend to bring forward the received assumptions of their professional
ideology, which, as Meemeduma (1993) has argued, tend to reflect the ‘Anglo’
traditions of British and North American social work. Like the fish that cannot see the
sea, if this is the case, practitioners can implicitly reproduce in their actions and
attitudes the Western assumption that identity and person-hood is bounded by the
skin. In so far as a practitioner is working from this implicit position, this person will
emphasise personal choice, entitlement and self-determination, even if these
principles are not shared with one, or both, people in the relationship with whom
one is working.
The Question of Alignment
What gives the practitioner the cue to think about, and to focus on, matters to do
with choice and individuality is that the practitioner will often encounter
asymmetries in power and status as this relates to gender. The following section
takes up this important matter as a priority that was not identified in the research per
se but that arose in considering the research from the perspective of casework
practice. That is, if one takes the research data and examines their usefulness to
practitioners, the question is raised of how the worker should position themselves
with respect to the presence of inequities as they relate to the linkages between gender
and power.
Although there are often tensions in each episode of casework practice, the
question of alignment arises as distinctly problematic in one particular class of
presentations: how does one place oneself in presentations where the social position
of women and men appears unfair, particularly with respect to differentials in power
and status, equity and opportunity, which are based on gender when the purported
rationale for this imbalance is religious? Clearly, this is an ethical and technical
matter, a question of both pragmatics and aesthetics, because it is also a trigger of
strong feelings: asymmetries in relationships that conjoin gender with power are often
emotionally evocative as they are interpersonally polarising. We practitioners, like the
immediate involved intimate participants, often endow these asymmetries with a
defining significance. This may be especially true if the social worker is a woman; that
is, if the worker is someone who has directly experienced sexism.
It follows that the faith and culture, gender and sexual orientation of the
professional sets up a particular configuration in relation to the couple. Many
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practitioners may relate to the unhappy experience of sitting with, and being stumped
by, persistent unfairness (‘This man is being outright unfair and his partner not only
puts up with it, she uses the bible to justify it!’). It follows that the apparent
beneficiary in the relationship, who is usually the male, is experienced by the worker
as ‘wrong’, ‘backward’ or ‘exploitative’; the apparent loser is seen as ‘a victim’, as
‘brain-washed’, as ‘needing consciousness raising’. Without exhausting the many other
permutations, a possibility here is that an ‘Anglo’, or ‘Anglo-styled’, practitioner can
be triggered into the process of ‘other-ing’ because they are acting as if one, or both,
of their clients are not active and sentient subjects (Dominelli, 2002). If this occurs,
the practitioner can lose empathy with, perhaps even dehumanise, one or both
members of the asymmetric couple as a result of impotently confronting stubborn
injustice.
Concurrently, one person in the couple, or perhaps both, may then ‘other’ the
practitioner as the latter comes to be seen as discourteous, disrespectful, as foreign
and no longer engaging. Perhaps such dynamics are implicated in the high drop-out
rate of people from diverse backgrounds in their contact with ‘Anglo’ services. One
study suggested this drop-out rate was as high as 50% because these one-visit
shoppers did not return and noted that their experience of this contact was that it was
insensitive (Adams & Gilbert, 1998).
Presentations where major social norms have been breached, such as domestic
violence, need to be defined as unacceptable and prioritised as needing immediate
attention. This much can be stated with clarity. Yet, these breaches to one side, there
are a larger set of presentations that feature asymmetries of power and status, that
seem to expose apparently everyday privilege and unfairness. In this latter case, it is
largely the practitioner’s agenda, their definitions, thresholds and sensibilities that are
invoked and taken up as much, or more, than what the client presents.
As practitioners, we are never neutral and we do not wish to be. Yet, it is naı¨ve to
believe that the simple declaration of one’s position will always be received as
courteous and engaging. Nor is it always the case that such declarations will facilitate
the outcome that is desired. We have to think through this complication: sensitivity,
as Cox (1989) notes, is the fundamental attribute for understanding how to practice
in diverse communities. We wish to be sensitive, to proceed with care, yet this is not
to avoid that which is difficult to say: it is central that we do not avoid direct
discussion of, and negotiation about, key differences and difficulties (Miller et al. ,
2004).
What does one do as a practitioner if one party in a couple with whom one is
working understands a problem (e.g. difficulties with conception) as an expression of
God’s plan, as ‘divine will’ or ‘the consequence of sin’ and the other party thinks this
is ‘irrational, backwardly fatalistic’? Perhaps even more troubling, what if both parties
see this difficulty as ‘God’s way’ but the practitioner thinks this is irrational and
fatalistic? In all practice situations, professionals have to make decisions as to how
they will position themselves with respect to the presenting problem, a matter that is
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frequently defined and constructed asymmetrically between the participants,
including the professional (Furlong & Lipp, 1995).
If we see ourselves as companions and as hosts to those with whom we work, if we
see the work as partnership rather than as acting upon the other, we have to be
prepared to, perhaps even be observed to be, changing our own behaviour in order to
build rapport and to gain trust. Couples in inter-faith marriages are often engaged in
ongoing dialogue and, even if this does not lead to a harmonious end, such exchanges
are a contribution because this relationship is an engagement with living a life where
a certain class of difference is a fundamental characteristic. Aligning with this ethic
seems a fair aim.
Reframing ‘Religious Differences’
The research we have used in the present paper suggested that tensions in
relationships were often reported to involve perceived struggles about religion. As
one Malaysian man stated, ‘I rarely felt I was concerned about declaring my religion
back home, nor did I know much about it. I am much more aware of it and defensive
about it in Australia than I ever dreamt of ’. The current research echoed what
Speelman (1997) and other investigators have suggested: partners in mixed marriages
feel a deep need to be heard, understood and respected by the person of another faith
whom they love. Indeed, this seems important; yet, one may ask: isn’t this theme
always important given each of us (in terms of gender, background etc.) is always
‘from another planet’ to one’s partner?
This need for respectful connectedness can be seen as an underlying issue in any
intimate, primary relationship. Yet, in an inter-faith marriage, the difference in
religion is so centre stage that it will tend to provide the ready made explanation for
interpreting what stands behind any day-to-day tensions that may arise. In so far as
this occurs, there will be a tendency to overly focus on religious differences at the cost
of properly considering other possibilities. Mindful of this pattern, practitioners may
wish to consider reframing/redirecting controversy about perceived religious sticking
points. As in work with ‘ordinary’ couples, simply recycling well-rehearsed themes
can be unhelpful: every couple has a list of the ‘usual suspects’ that get rounded up
when feelings are running high: ‘. . . you men are all the same’, ‘. . . I’m always putting
the garbage out’. If your client is from an inter-faith couple, it can sometimes be
counter-productive to concentrate on religion because this can inflame righteousness.
Perhaps it may be better to decentre religious difference and to act towards
reconnection and fluidity.
White (1986, p. 1) remarked that ‘. . . when partners in relationships are unable to
suspend their belief that they have access to the sole truth . . . there are no grounds for
the establishment of ‘sensitivity’ or ‘being in touch’ in their relationship’. Whether the
source of this ‘urgency for sameness’ is purportedly doctrinal or because it concerns
differences in gender or class, culture or personal history, the search for the ‘deep
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appreciation of difference’ remains the same quest. If this is so, why insist that one
class of difference, the religious, has to hold the foreground?
Although it may sound strange, perhaps even contradictory given that the focus of
the present research was on religion, we came to wonder whether it may often be
better if practitioners declined to focus on what seems like ‘religious differences’? May
it, in fact, often be better to reframe out of differences that are embedded in stable,
even rigid, oppositions of based on doctrine? May not ascriptions of conflict based on
religious faithfulness tend to lead to processes that inflame rather than resolve? And,
is it possible (indeed, is it ethical) to attempt to cast the terms of the exchange into
those that are more local, more fluid and less ossified than those that are inter-
sectarian?
Calling to the Diversity in Diversity
If one is interested in culture, ethnicity and religion, where could one go for
instruction? Is it best to consult the most recent empirical research texts or is seeking
out practice wisdom the best path? The liberal tradition assumes the incremental
education of those that are ‘empty of knowledge’ by those that are more objective and
‘full of knowledge’. Put colloquially, this is the ‘large jugs and small mugs’ formula
(Martin, 1996). Or, one can seek out representatives of the groups one wishes to
become more knowledgeable about and to listen to these home-grown experts. Yet,
however worthy, this latter policy can also be risky because activists involved with
politics of identity movements, along with those having a post-structural bent, tend
to assert that no one ever has the right to speak for any other, including those from
her/his own group.
Arguably, a commitment to respect and curiosity, to a thoughtfully ‘not knowing’
position (Anderson & Goolishian, 1988) may be more useful to practitioners than
generalisations about the nature and ways of any particular ‘diverse’ group. Keenan
(2004, p. 541) suggests that ‘. . . a stance of informed not-knowing [is important so as
to] mitigate against essentialism and stereotyping’. Similarly, and in a clear critique of
those who urge practitioners to become ‘culturally competent’, Dean (2001, p. 624)
suggests we celebrate one’s lack of competence as integral to the gaining of an
understanding:
‘With ‘lack of competence’ as the focus, a different view of practicing across
cultures emerges. The client is the ‘expert’ and the clinician is in a position of
seeking knowledge and trying to understand what life is like for the client. There is
no thought of competence, instead one thinks of gaining understanding (always
partial) of a phenomena that is evolving and changing.’
And, as one reflects further, other complications arise. For example, practitioners who
work with the individuals and families of those who are deemed ‘other’, and
researchers who study individuals and families who are diverse, tend to have
diverging interests as they conduct their respective practices in significantly distinct
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domains. Researchers wish to generalise, to ‘dis-cover’ valid and reliable, broadly
applicable truths; practitioners wish to do the opposite, to find singularities, to seek
out particularity and possibility out of the general and the fixed. Such different
perspectives mean that these two tribes have different definitions of utility, which, in
turn, offers a degree of explanation as to why there appears to be so little cross-
citation, so little active consensus as to what is mutually relevant, between the texts
concerned with family research and those texts written for practitioners who work
with families.
Rather than the liberal or positivistic approach, the present paper has taken a
reflexive stance; that is, to literally propose that ‘the other is a mirror’. Yes, it is helpful
to have some conceptual architecture, some key reference questions that provide the
practitioner with provisional ideas (about indigenous people, about people with a
mental illness, about Shia or Sunni Muslim). In addition, it is important to have a
critical approach that points to ‘first world’ premises as much as facts that claim to
characterise and capture what ‘they are like’. This acknowledged, we suggest that the
casework task is also furthered by a stance that emphasises learning rather than
knowing. If the client, the ‘other’, is considered from the existential starting point that
this person is a sentient, reflexive being, it is clear that this offers a particular
advantage: dialogue with this person creates the milieu within which I can better
locate myself and my own cultural position. With this ethos, one’s work becomes part
of one’s struggle, one’s encounters with awareness and reflection. Such a stance is also
consistent with an understanding that one’s work is not simply technical or
instrumental, that it is not missionary in nature. This can be exciting because, just
maybe, ‘we’ are the weirdos here.
In commenting on slap-stick comedy and its ability to offer deceptively strong
insights, Barthes (1973, p. 44) wrote:
‘[Charlie] Chaplin . . . shows the public its blindness by presenting (on a stage) at
the same time a man who is blind and what is in front of him. To see someone who
does not see is the best way to be intensively aware of what he does not see.’
Rather than assuming that practitioners should seek to be the expert on ‘the other’,
the present contribution has been animated by the belief that practice with diverse
clients puts our profession and broader culture on the stage. In such a viewing place,
what is contingent in our received practices and understandings becomes clearer. To a
useful extent, this may denaturalise some of what we take for granted, an outcome
that offers the practitioner challenge and the opportunity for growth.
References
Adams CE & Gilbert JM (1998), Providing effective counseling services to Australians ethnic
minority groups, Australian Social Work , 51 (2), 3340.
Al-Krenawi A (1998), Family therapy with a multi-parental/multi-spousal family, Family Process , 37
(1), 6582.
262 M. Furlong & A. W. Ata
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
4:1
6 2
7 F
eb
ru
ary
 20
12
 
Al-Krenawi A & Graham J (2000), Culturally-sensitive social work practice with Arab clients in
mental health settings, Health and Social Work , 25 (1), 940.
Al-Krenawi A, Maoz B & Reicher B (1994), Family and cultural issues in brief strategic treatment of
Israeli Bedouin, Family Systems Medicine , 12, 415425.
Anderson H & Goolishian H (1988), Human systems as linguistic systems: Preliminary and
evolving ideas about the implications for clinical theory, Family Process , 27 (4), 371394.
Ata AW (2003), ChristianMuslim Intermarriage in Australia , David Lovell Publishing, Melbourne.
Barthes R (1973), Mythologies , Palladin, London.
Boyd Webb N (2001), Culturally Diverse ParentChild and Family Relationships , Columbia
University Press, New York.
Caltabiano N (1985), How ethnicity and religion affect attitudes towards mixed marriages,
Australian Journal of Sex, Marriage and the Family, 6 (4), 221229.
Colgate C (2004), Just Between You and Me: The Art of Ethical Relationships , Pan Macmillan,
Melbourne.
Cox D (1989), Welfare Practice in a Multicultural Environment , Prentice-Hall, New York.
Dean R (2001), The myth of cross-cultural competence, Families in Society, 82 (6), 623630.
Dominelli L (2002), Anti-Oppressive Social Work Theory and Practice , Palgrave, Basingstoke.
Dumont L (1986), Essays on Individualism: Modern Ideology in Anthropological Perspective ,
University of Chicago Press, Chicago.
Egan G (1990), The Skilled Helper: A Systematic Approach to Effective Helping , Brooks/Cole, Pacific
Grove.
Furlong M (2003), Self-determination and a critical perspective in casework: Promoting a balance
between interdependence and autonomy, Qualitative Social Work , 2 (2), 177196.
Furlong M & Lipp J (1995), The multiple relationships between neutrality and therapeutic
influence, Australian and New Zealand Journal of Family Therapy, 16 (4), 201211.
Goldstein H (1983), Starting where the client is, Social Casework , 4, 267275.
Heelas P & Lock A (1981), Indigenous Psychologies: An Anthropology of the Self , Academic Press,
London.
Hodge D (2004), Developing cultural competency with evangelical Christians, Families in Society,
85 (2), 251260.
Huntington S (1993), The clash of civilizations, Foreign Affairs , 72 (3), 2228.
Ivey A & Ivey M (1999), Intentional Interviewing and Counseling , Brooks/Cole, Pacific Grove.
Keenan E (2004), From socio-cultural categories to socially located relations: Using critical theory
in social work practice, Families in Society, 85 (4), 538545.
Lewis B (1990), The roots of Muslim rage, The Atlantic Monthly, 266 (3), 4760.
Loewenberg F (1988), Religion and Social Work Practice in Contemporary American Society,
Columbia, New York.
Martin S (1998), Adult learning and Social Work Education, MSW thesis , La Trobe University,
Melbourne.
Meemeduma P (1993), Re-shaping the future: Cultural sense and social work, In Gaha J (ed.),
Proceedings of the 23rd AASW Conference , 2730 September 1993, Newcastle, AASW
Australia, pp. 163167.
Miller J, Donner S & Fraser E (2004), Talking when talking is tough: Taking on conversations about
race, sexual orientation, gender, class and other aspects of social identity, Smith College
Studies in Social Work , 74 (2), 377392.
Penny J & Khoo S-E (1996), Inter-marriage: A Study of Migration to Integration , AGPS, Canberra.
Rapport N & Overing J (2000), Social and Cultural Anthropology: The Key Concepts , Routledge,
London.
Said E (1978), Orientalism , Routledge and Kegan Paul, London.
Said E (2000), Out of Place: A Memoir, Granta, London.
Schutz A (1972), The Phenomenology of the Social World , Heineman, London.
Australian Social Work 263
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
4:1
6 2
7 F
eb
ru
ary
 20
12
 
Speelman G (1997), ChristianMuslim Marriages. In Ata A & Morrison G, Dynamics of interfaith
marriage: An eschatological vocation, Australian E Journal of Theology, 5(August).
Waddy C (1991), The Muslim Mind , Longman, New York.
Wheatcroft A (2003), Infidels: The Conflict Between Christendom and Islam 6382002 , Viking,
London.
White M (1986), Couples therapy: ‘Urgency for sameness’ or ‘appreciation of difference’, Dulwich
Centre Newsletter, Summer, 1986/7, 13.
Accepted May 2006
264 M. Furlong & A. W. Ata
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
4:1
6 2
7 F
eb
ru
ary
 20
12
 
